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THE POWER 
OF “WOMMANHEDE”
molly st. denis
LADY Philosophy’s advice to Boethius in his 
Consolation of Philosophy (approx. 524) encour-
ages withdrawal from earthly concerns, both in 
the mental and physical aspects of life.1 Within 
this book, Boethius learns to endorse human 
detachment from Fortune’s materialistic gifts, 
as Lady Philosophy represents the figure for the 
physical embodiment of total virtue that lives 
inside every person. However, despite the digest-
ible moral lesson she imparts to Boethius by 
encouraging him to renounce his worldly attach-
ments, he fails to apply this example to his own 
life. The reader is perplexed as to why Boethius 
cannot simply apply the philosophical concepts 
he has been advised to adopt in order to attain 
the “ultimate good.” On the contrary, Griselda in 
Chaucer’s The Clerk’s Tale (end 14th century)is 
able to adopt the Boethian Moral Philosophy. She 
manages to renounce all of her earthly attach-
ments, even though doing so means separating 
from her children. This fact begs the question: 
Why does Chaucer, the author, choose to depict 
a female, as opposed to a male, as the figure for 
full moral virtue? In this paper, I will argue that 
the reason Griselda is able to commit herself 
wholly to virtue by renouncing her all of her 
worldly attachments is due to the powerlessness 
that is born from her feminine social position.
In order to proceed with the line of reasoning 
endorsing the proposal that Griselda’s social posi-
tion relates to her capacity for philosophical vir-
tue, it must be confirmed that Griselda is, in fact, 
an adherent to the Boethian Moral Philosophy. 
One quality of this reason-based philosophy is 
the ability to avoid the “confusion of mind” that 
Boethius is afflicted with when he first encoun-
ters Lady Philosophy.2  The Consolation of Philos-
ophy states, “if one sees disorder in the universe, 
that is a result of one’s own failure of knowledge 
and understanding.”3 When Walter tells Griselda 
he plans to take their daughter away from her, 
“she noght ameved / Neither in word, or chiere, 
or contenaunce, / For, as it semed, she was nat 
agreved.”4 Griselda’s impassive response to this 
apparently devastating moment proves that she 
conducts her life in accordance with the Lady 
Philosophy’s advice by “[ridding herself] of hope 
and fear.”5 She even tells her husband that she 
does not have hope for anything — “Ne I desire 
no thyng for to have,” — and does not have fear 
of anything, — “Ne drede for to leese, save oonly 
yee.”6 This fact proves that Griselda knows not to 
depend on Fortune’s false gifts, including one’s 
children, as they are frequently taken away from 
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a powerless woman as easily as they are gained. 
Her knowledge of Fortune’s lack of dependabil-
ity enables her to resist feeling grief when any 
“gifts,” including her children, are taken away.
Although Griselda enjoys many of Fortune’s 
gifts, such as her children, marriage, material 
possessions, fame, high office, power, wealth, 
honor, and respect gained upon her marriage to 
Walter, she never confuses these possessions 
with the “supreme good.”7 Her lack of disap-
pointment at the removal of her temporal goods 
proves that she lives in accordance with the Bo-
ethian principle that “good fortune deceives, but 
bad fortune enlightens.”8  Griselda is able to pre-
serve a complete indifference and detachment 
to both happy and unhappy earthly occurrences 
alike by simply accepting the lot that Fortune has 
brought her. She simply recognizes that there is 
“no constancy in human affairs” so everything 
she has may be lost instantaneously.9  It would 
be a mistake to define herself as “Walter’s wife,” 
for example, because even though her marriage 
appears to be a secure earthly attachment, her 
title as wife proves to be short-lived. Because 
of this fact, Griselda knows to seek happiness 
inside herself and not to treat these goods as the 
ultimate good or the path to happiness.
Despite all her earthly suffering, Griselda 
maintains her composure and clear-headedness 
by choosing to be unaffected by “the blinding 
cloud of worldly concern.”10 Her adherence to 
this philosophy enables her to avoid the “storms 
of life [that] inflate the weight of earthly care,” 
as her mind always remembers “its inward light” 
and thus does not perceive the universe to be 
in a state of disorder.11  Hence, it is evident that 
Griselda understands that the supreme good 
lies within God and therefore cannot be found 
in false, temporal goods. She is therefore an 
example of a woman who lives in accordance 
with the commitment to reason inside herself, 
a faculty similar to the allegorical figure of Lady 
Philosophy who lives inside Boethius.
In order to understand the impact that 
gendered social roles have on one’s ability to 
represent the principles set forth by Boethius 
in the Consolation of Philosophy, we must first 
define what the medieval Christian cultural 
image of perfect femininity looks like. In The 
Clerk’s Tale, Griselda is, on the most fundamental 
level, a daughter, wife, and mother who is born 
into a poor, humble village. What her future 
husband’s heart so acclaims about her is “hir 
wommanhede, / and eek hir vertu.”12 Therefore, 
while performing her prescribed feminine social 
role, Griselda is expected to act with virtue “as 
wel in chiere as dede.”13 In terms of her actions, 
Griselda is expected to be silent, hard working, 
and diligent in completing her chores. Further-
more, she is to remain good-looking, to endure 
suffering on a daily basis, to act in an obedient 
fashion, and to attentively care for her loved 
ones. Most importantly, if she wants to maintain 
her role as wife to the lord, she must submit, in 
every respect, to his will.
George Kittredge’s sense that Chaucer’s 
version of The Clerk’s Tale is about “virtue of for-
titude under affliction” simply substantiates my 
aforementioned proposition that Griselda is, in 
fact, a female figure for Boethian moral virtue.14 
The “plesance of [Walter’s] herte” for Griselda’s 
virtuous womanliness presupposes that she 
conduct her life not only in terms of these kind, 
feminine actions but also that she carry out 
her deeds in a specifically feminine manner.15 
She is expected to be patient, not to feel any 
sensual desire, not to intrude on the liberty of 
others — most especially her husband — and to 
act, at all times, in a fully “honest manere.”16 
Although it is clear that Griselda’s actions and 
intentions within her social position are directed 
toward the supreme good, she makes certain not 
to “[boast] of any merit of [hers].”17  
Therefore, it is evident that Griselda’s power-
less social position is somehow correlated to her 
adherence to the Boethian Moral Philosophy. I 
agree with Hansen that Chaucer’s version of the 
story of Griselda emphasizes her “gentleness, her 
meekness, her submissiveness” because these 
words “call attention to the heroine’s feminine 
powerlessness.”18 However, the question still 
remains: Why does Chaucer want to empha-
size this specific aspect of Griselda’s character 
and relate it to her moral virtue? I suggest that 
Griselda’s choice to inhabit full social powerless-
ness by adhering to the Boethian Moral Philoso-
phy provides her with a moral high ground at the 
expense of her political agency. 
Since a woman’s “wommanhede” appears 
to be completely unrelated to her social power, 
Griselda is able to manifest the Boethian moral 
view in a way that men simply cannot. Lady Phi-
losophy and Boethius (the character) agree that 
all of humanity desires true happiness. There-
fore, in order to understand how Griselda came 
to adopt the Boethian Moral Philosophy, we must 
understand how adopting this moral view will 
lead her closer to the goal of eudemonia. By the 
end of The Clerk’s Tale, Griselda has risen from 
being the “poorest peasant to ruling aristocrat” 
by means of “becoming the honored wife of 
a wealthy lord and a coruler of his kingdom, 
through her archetypically acceptable behavior: 
utter submissiveness and essential silence.”19 
Whereas it is a woman’s silence, submissiveness, 
diligence, and obedience that gain her power, it 
is a man’s commanding domination that expands 
his power. Therefore, if Griselda believes that 
gaining power will bring her true happiness, then 
acting in a submissive, detached way toward For-
tune’s gifts would be more beneficial to her than 
acting in an outwardly controlling, dictatorial 
way. However, based on her actions throughout 
The Clerk’s Tale, we can suppose that Griselda 
does not believe that more power will bring her 
more true happiness. Therefore, Griselda is most 
likely not terribly concerned about her (lack of) 
social power, as she is aware that social power 
does not lead to the supreme good. Hence, if 
Griselda chooses to adopt the Boethian moral 
view, she has one less earthly connection than 
men — that of power — to renounce.
It is clear that men have very different 
societal roles than women do. Whereas a wife’s 
role in the marriage is to submit her power to 
her husband, a husband’s role is to use his power 
to dominate his wife. For example, in Walter’s 
citizens’ argument to their lord for why he should 
marry, they remind him to “Boweth youre nekke 
under that blisful yok / Of soveraynetee, noght 
of servyse, / Which that men clepe spousaille or 
wedlock.”20 Similarly, Walter’s civilians’ tendency 
to address him as “O noble markys, youre hu-
manitee/Asseureth us and yeveth us hardinesse” 
demonstrates that men in high social positions, 
regardless of their marital status, are expected to 
act with vigor.21 This scene indicates that Walter, 
a soon-to-be married marquis, has enormous 
social pressure on him to be a strong guiding fig-
ure for his people, as they crave a leader that will 
ensure their safety and make them feel confident 
that he will protect them for years to come. 
Unlike Walter, Griselda has never experienced 
what it feels like to possess non-transitory social 
power for a long period of time. Therefore, a 
woman’s ability to live up to her “wommanhede” 
does not interfere with her ability to adopt the 
Boethian model for virtue and true happiness. 
Whereas Walter defines himself based on his 
dominance, Griselda does not even have the op-
portunity to be fooled by Fortune’s false loan of 
power. In the same way that Walter controls his 
wife by using power in an effort to demonstrate 
his manliness, Griselda suffers and submits to 
his tasks in order to prove her womanliness. In 
the Consolation, Lady Philosophy states that one 
who is sufficient in all things will no longer desire 
anything as they will neither need nor want any-
thing, including power. The adequate being will 
most likely be revered for the power naturally 
born from his or her self-sufficiency. In this way, 
Griselda completes every task sufficiently, regard-
less of its difficulty. This self-sufficiency brings 
about her ironic ability to be “strong…because 
she is so perfectly weak” which infuriates Wal-
ter.22 It appears that the more effective Griselda 
is at fulfilling her female role, the more Walter 
tries to make her suffer.
Since Walter’s gendered social position leads 
him to believe that his identity and his happiness 
are dependent on his powerfulness, he resists 
passionately when Fortune begins to reclaim the 
power she had lent him. This resistance shows 
itself in the form of anger that leads to his in-
cessant want to torture and test his wife after 
she gains some of his dissolved power. Walter’s 
anger seems to increase 
as he continues to test his 
wife after she has proven 
her “wommanhede” over 
and over. Perhaps his tests 
are a product of his anger 
once he realizes that hav-
ing more power does not 
lead him to happiness, as 
there is always more pow-
er in the world to acquire. 
It is evident that Walter’s 
inability to let go of his at-
tachment to power results 
in his failure to achieve 
the supreme good. This 
constant craving for more 
and more power becomes 
particularly apparent after 
he sees his wife uninten-
tionally gaining some of 
the power he has lost. It 
appears as though Walter 
is resentful of Griselda’s 
self-sufficiency and ability 
to attain virtue, an intrinsic 
value that, unlike the power that comes from high 
office, confers its true, perpetual worth to those 
who possess it. 
Due to the gender difference in earthly at-
tachments, it is considerably easier for Griselda 
than it is for Walter to surrender her meaningless, 
temporal power to her husband. This fact enables 
her to achieve true moral virtue, as she is able to 
renounce her attachment to all things in the ma-
terial world. This fact thus enables her to achieve 
true self-sufficiency, as she no longer is depen-
dent on her worldly wants or needs. As a result, 
Walter’s power is no longer able to touch her; she 
has achieved true happiness inside herself and 
is therefore no longer affected by his attempts 
to punish her by renouncing her attachments 
to possessions to which he mistakenly assumes 
she is passionately connected. This fact alters 
Walter’s perception of his 
own seemingly fleeting 
masculinity since the mar-
quis’ gender-based self-
definition depends, in part, 
on his ability to maintain 
dominance over his wife. 
It is significant to note that 
although Walter no lon-
ger maintains power over 
Griselda by the end of their 
marriage, Griselda does not 
possess power over Wal-
ter at the beginning of it. 
Griselda’s feminine social 
position has never enabled 
her to feel particularly at-
tached to her social power. 
Therefore, unlike Walter, 
she can much more effort-
lessly abandon her attach-
ment to the small amount 
of social power she holds. 
Griselda’s capacity to re-
nounce her attachment to 
social power is what per-
mits her to obtain true virtue and to free herself 
from earthly wants.
Because she is an adherent to the Boethian 
Philosophical Model, Griselda’s lack of attach-
ment to all earthly feelings causes her to be 
wholly unconnected to her suffering. When Wal-
ter kisses Griselda at the end of The Clerk’s Tale, 
“she for wonder took of it no keep; / She herde 
SHE IS EXPECTED TO 
BE PATIENT, NOT 
TO FEEL ANY SENSUAL 
DESIRE, NOT TO INTRUDE 
ON THE LIBERTY OF 
OTHERS — MOST ESPECIALLY 
HER HUSBAND — AND TO 
ACT, AT ALL TIMES, IN A 
FULLY “HONEST MANERE.”
31
nat what thyng he to hire seyde; / She ferde as 
she had stert out of a sleep.”23 I disagree with 
Hansen’s view that her “temporary deafness and 
stupor represent…her unwillingness to hear that 
the nightmare is over” since “any power she has 
lies in continuing to excel at suffering.”24 If Hansen 
believes that Griselda wants to continue to suffer, 
then it can be deduced that Griselda finds suffer-
ing pleasurable. However, if Griselda is, in fact, a 
figure for the Boethian Moral Philosophy, then 
whether she experiences this suffering as a pleas-
ant or an unpleasant sensation is irrelevant; a true 
Boethian woman can effortlessly renounce her 
worldly attachment to both types of feelings, as 
she is wholly divorced from 
passion in any form. There-
fore, since Griselda fully 
embraces reason, she 
knows that anything she 
finds pleasurable is simply 
a fragment of her larger de-
sire for the ultimate good 
and, hence, is disposable. 
Even if Hansen is cor-
rect —in stating that Grisel-
da feels desire for maintain-
ing her earthly suffering, 
due to its ability to provide 
her with earthly power by 
keeping her from “[awak-
ening] into the reality of 
her material, gendered 
powerlessness,” — such de-
sire is essentially meaning-
less to her and can simply 
be renounced.25 Instead, 
I propose that Griselda’s 
temporary deafness and 
stupor suggest her strictly 
Boethian desire to remain 
stoical. In the Legend of Lucretia, the protago-
nist’s fainting before her rape symbolizes not a 
desire for continued suffering as Hansen might 
suggest, but rather a desire to “feleth no-thing, 
neither foul ne fair.”26 It is evident that both Lucre-
tia’s rape and Griselda’s kiss are moments forced 
upon them that are rooted in earthly passions. As 
a strict adherent to the Boethian Moral Philoso-
phy, it is not surprising that Griselda finds conso-
lation in removing herself from the passion of the 
moment by fainting. Stoicism, therefore, provides 
her with a way to detach from potentially destruc-
tive feelings and thus secure her protection in the 
form of philosophical reason.
A mutual friend of Petrarch and Boccaccio 
from Padua was one of the first to read Petrarch’s 
modified version of Boccaccio’s Tale of Griselda. 
Breaking out in tears of compassion while read-
ing the tale, the reader re-
cited words of the Satirist, 
Juvenal: “Nature, who gave 
us tears, by that alone/ Pro-
claims she made the feeling 
heart our own;/ And ‘tis 
our noblest sense.”27 He 
appears deeply saddened 
by Griselda’s stoicism, as 
he believes that the feeling 
heart is the noblest sense. 
It is unclear whether his 
tears are produced out of 
sympathy for the seem-
ingly intolerable amounts 
of suffering Griselda must 
endure or if they are out 
of pity for her inability to 
feel what he believes is the 
noblest sense. Regardless, 
this man, like Hansen, fails 
to acknowledge the fact 
that Griselda is anything 
but a pitiable character. In-
stead, I offer that her social 
position has enabled her 
to become a powerful woman full of moral virtue 
who is on her way to achieving the supreme good 
because of her lack of attachment to her suffering 
as well as to the feelings inside her heart. 
At this point, it is evident that Griselda’s 
gender has enabled her to feel no attachment to 
her social power. She understands that because 
no empire on earth rules all humanity, men who 
attempt to achieve the supreme good through 
obtaining power are doomed to fail. In other 
words, since power itself is inherently powerless, 
it will confer unhappiness to all who seek it. This 
knowledge, born from the lack of attachment to 
social power, enables Griselda to adopt a fully 
Boethian moral view. Walter feels that “‘liberty 
is seldom found in marriage,’ and that if he weds 
a wife, he must exchange freedom for servi-
tude.”28 Griselda, on the other hand, is familiar 
with servitude long before she weds Walter due 
to her female social powerlessness. Over time, 
her servitude has caused her to discover other 
ways to protect herself, as she has not historically 
had the liberty to make decisions about various 
significant matters in her own life, like whether or 
not she can keep her own daughter. Lucretia, too, 
is an example of a woman who is a prisoner to 
the desires of men. Although she, like Griselda, 
does not want to engage in the sensual, lustful 
act of “earthly delight” that Sextus Tarquinius so 
desires, she does not have the liberty that comes 
from social power to have it her way. It is clear 
from Lucretia’s faint that, as a woman, an effec-
tive way to protect oneself from the emotional 
injury that others’ actions cause is to remain 
wholly detached from all earthly incidents. 
Griselda’s detachment from earthly entities 
causes her actions to be, according to Chaucer, 
intolerable. He states that “This storie is seyd 
nat for that wyves sholde / Folwen Grisilde as 
in humylitee, / For it were inportable, though 
they wolde.”29 Since it is clear that her emo-
tional detachment protects her, expands her 
power, and helps her realize the supreme good, 
it is unlikely that Chaucer’s ambiguous wording 
implies that her actions are intolerable to herself. 
Instead, it is much more likely that her detach-
ment to earthly connections is insufferable to 
men, as it serves to reduce their earthly power 
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over women, a capability  to which they appear 
deeply attached. Likewise, if the line is intended 
to denote criticism that Griselda is an intolerable 
mother to her child in the earthly world, then 
“I blame hym thus: that he considered noght / 
In tyme comynge what myghte hym bityde, / 
But on his lust present was al his thought.”30 In 
other words, whereas Walter’s social position 
enables him to think solely about his immediate 
pleasure causes, Griselda’s social powerlessness 
forces her to think about the future outcome 
of her actions if she wishes to protect herself 
from emotional or physical danger. Walter can 
feel “solaas,” or joyful comfort, simply by acting 
out his male social position. If Griselda wants to 
achieve such consolation, it is clear to her that 
she must live her life based on “sentence.” The 
Boethian Philosophical Model reassures this fact 
by proving that despite how monstrous or how 
pitiable she seems in the moment, continuing to 
detach herself will not only protect both her san-
ity and physical well-being, but will eventually 
lead her to the “supreme good.” It is Griselda’s 
womanly social position that enables her to 
adopt a model of Boethian self-sufficiency in 
an effort to protect herself. Chaucer, therefore, 
provides readers with a possible explanation 
to the tension between “sentence and solaas” 
in The Clerk’s Tale: Griselda is able to apply the 
practical Boethian moral lessons, or sentence, 
because doing so is crucial to her survival, or 
solaas. Griselda’s female social position enables 
her to act in a wholly reasonable way that does 
not necessarily feel pleasurable at the moment 
but that is able to secure her true happiness and 
comfort, a form of solaas, in the future.
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